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In a ruthless way, the pandemic has evidenced existing inequalities among cities around the world. It 
should not come as a surprise then, that social distancing, self-isolation, and working from home, are 
measures which are not easy or even possible to follow by an important part of the world’s population 
that live in substandard housing and overcrowded living conditions. According to the data from OPHI 
of Oxford University, almost all 1.3 billion people that fall within the category of multidimensional 
poverty (health, education and living standards) face at least one of the COVID-19 risk factors, 
meaning deprivation in nutrition, water and indoor air pollution. Moreover, 335 million people are at 
high risk as they are facing all those factors simultaneously. In other words, the urban poor is the risk 
population of COVID-19 in many territories. 
 
 
Figure 1. Demonstrations in Santiago: “If the virus doesn’t kill us, hunger does”. 
Source: https://www.elmostrador.cl/noticias/opinion/columnas/2020/06/11/sentir-hambre-te-quema-sin-fuego/ 
 
The pandemic has demanded a great deal from our social and political systems, evidencing their flaws 
and exposing the governmental models built on financial capital at great cost to social programmes 
and distribution of wealth. Latin American countries that embraced a blind faith in the neoliberal 
system and free-market economy, have been a clear example of wide income gaps and growing 
inequalities. The neoliberal ideology rooted in many countries, and poor governmental management 
of this sanitary crisis, have conducted Latin America to be the epicentre of the pandemic. 
With more than 80% of the population living in urban areas, cities have exponentially grown and 
expanded in the last decades, in which social and spatial segregation are common denominators. A 
third of all urban Latin American families live in adequate housing conditions, facing serious problems 
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of overcrowding, and approximately 105 million dwellers live in informal settlements. Data from City 
of Mexico, Lima, Santiago, and Sao Paulo have shown that victims and contagion rates are rapidly 
increasing in their most deprived territories. In Santiago, for example, the death rate can be up to 
three times higher in lowest income districts in comparison with highest income areas. In extremely 
segregated cities, wealthier neighbourhoods have access to better health services (either private or 
public), better public spaces, better education, more green areas, and are overall better connected to 
the city, in contrast with lower income groups that stand in the opposite situation.  
The application of full quarantines has placed an enormous pressure on the urban poor. On the one 
hand, confinement and self-isolation are not feasible for a long time given the poor housing standards 
and the coexistence of one or more households living under the same roof. On the other hand, the 
economic precariousness of jobs that are based on a daily income, requires to go out to the street to 
cover basic family needs. The capacity to do a proper quarantine in these cases is a privilege that 
cannot be afforded by many families. Any policy decision is a conundrum: reinforcing quarantines 
would lead to major distress and psychological pressure among residents, and deeper poverty when 
there is no substantial governmental support, while the lift of quarantines would exponentially 
increase the contagion rate causing more victims. Thus, while in middle and upper-income 
neighbourhoods the infection rates will decrease thanks to the ability of citizens to self-isolate and 
work from home, low income citizens will continue to spread the infection because they need to move 
around the city, exposing themselves to the virus and bringing it back to their own houses and 
neighbourhoods. 
How can these families ‘stay at home’ when this home barely exists? How can families ‘work from 
home’ when, if there is any job, this is informal and precarious? How can governments ‘demand’ strict 
confinement measures if they never had social security programmes in the first place? 
Chile, for example, despite being one of the most stable and prosperous economies in the region, 
inequality is still one of its most important challenges. After facing a social outburst as a rebellion to 
the neoliberal system at the end of 2019, Chile faces now a pandemic with total distrust in the 
institutions, and a discredited socioeconomic system in place. Social demonstrations in the most 
vulnerable neighbourhoods have evidenced the existence of hunger among residents given the 
impossibility to work during the quarantine, and the lack of governmental action to support them. In 
fact, the national government authorised employers to not pay salaries of workers who were absent 
from work, while payments for basic services and loans were not cancelled or postponed1. 
Demonstrations in the midst of COVID-19 are also showing overcrowded living conditions inside of 
social housing apartments, some of them 40 square meters for a family of four members. These 
apartments are located in peripheral districts, forcing residents to move despite the quarantine. In 
Brazil, for example, housing evictions are still taking place despite the sanitary emergency. 
When governments are unable to provide protection, the answer and the solutions come from the 
community instead. Civil society has taken the lead in on-the ground responses to the emergency, 
being able to self-coordinate, deploying its networks of non-governmental institutions in the most 
deprived territories. In Favela Paraisopolis, a slum with 100.000 inhabitants in Brazil, 420 volunteers 
were assigned the supervision of households checking on possible infections and contacting health 
services2. In Santiago, ‘ollas comunes’ (translated as ‘common pots’) are community-led initiatives to 
organise the distribution of meals among the neighbours, using the public space as a collective area to 
cook and dine in community. An endless number of initiatives preparing food baskets, monitoring 
neighbourhoods, activating solidarity networks, show not only the effectiveness of the civil society but 
also its capacity to quickly adapt and respond to the emergency. 
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Figure 2. Organised neighbours preparing and delivering food to the most vulnerable residents. In the background, the 




Despite the efforts of the civil society filling governmental and market failures, we still need 
competent public institutions and effective public policies. This pandemic has shown the fragile 
situation of millions living in a precarious socially, economically, and physically interconnected system. 
COVID-19 is already a complex problem to deal with within the sphere of public health, nevertheless, 
it has also become a problem of housing quality, a problem of physical space, a problem of social 













[1][2] Topics discussed during the UN-Habitat Urban Thinker Campus: The New Urban Normal: Urban Sustainability 
and Resilience Post COVID 19 - Perspectives from the Global South, organised by the Global Urban Lab in 
partnership with UN-Habitat's World Urban Campaign, June 17, 2020. Full event available at 
http://www.globalurbanlab.org/news/events/utc-the-new-urban-normal-part-1.html 
